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This paper aims to give some clues to would-be interpreters on what 
it is like to work in a bilingual courtroom and how to contribute to smooth 
court proceedings. What’s more, the paper is expected to drop quite a few 
hints on how to professionalize court interpreting in China by drawing 
upon the practices of other countries. 
Towards this end, the author first presents a general picture of court 
interpreting by introducing the situations of court interpreting in other 
countries and describing the specific work that court interpreters usually 
perform in the bilingual courtroom. Then the author elaborates in the 
following two chapters on what role the court interpreter should play in 
order to facilitate communication by defeating two traditional views 
—conduit approach and third party approach. Theoretically speaking, the 
communicative purpose of interpreting proves the infeasibility of the 
conduit approach toward the role of the interpreter. Conduit approach 
holds that a court interpreter should produce only word-for-word or literal 
translation from one language to another so as to achieve so-called 
“verbatim equivalence”. However, verbatim equivalence goes far beyond 
the linguistic dimension. For two people to communicate with each other, 
they need to match the intentions and meanings of their discourses. A 
telephone wire regardless of cultural and other factors will never reach 
this goal. Therefore, it is necessary and inevitable for an interpreter who 
wants to do his duty, that is, to promote bilingual communication, to 















that an interpreter should never act as a third party and contribute his own 
ideas to the communication. For so doing, he will definitely sabotage the 
impartiality that a court personal is supposed to work with. Practically 
speaking, the fact that constant interaction between the interpreter and 
other court personnel affects to a certain extent the court proceedings 
demonstrates that the court interpreter can never act only as a telephone 
wire. Surveys show that the mere presence of an interpreter catches 
attentions of judges and attorneys and affect their behavior accordingly. 
During the court proceedings， the interpreter controls the flow of 
testimony by prompting or preventing the defendant or witness to speak. 
He also adds or misses, knowingly or unconsciously, uncertainty markers, 
false start markers, markers of repetition, emphasis markers, evidential 
markers and agreement markers, which indirectly affects the impression 
of judges towards the defendant or witness. In addition, his use or 
omission of assessment markers, solidarity markers and degree of 
adequacy markers even grabs some controlling powers from attorneys. 
The reality of court interpreting fully proves that the court interpreter 
exerts certain influence on the court proceedings in a way that he himself 
may not be aware of. Then the author goes on to exemplify the qualities a 
good court interpreter should acquire and spend a lot of ink in discussing 
the importance of preparation for the successful execution of the job and 
the necessity of the continuing education for further healthy development 
of court interpreting in China. Accuracy, impartiality and confidentiality 
are three criterions by which a qualified court interpreter is evaluated. In 














attention to preparatory work. Proficiency in two languages including 
various kinds of registers and knowledge of legal systems and court 
procedures of two countries are just the first step in executing a good 
translation. He should be physically and psychologically prepared for the 
interpreting. Besides, he should do a lot of research on the subject matter 
and discuss with team members, defendant or witness, attorneys and even 
judges to see how to work things out better. A standard national 
certification mechanism accompanied by long-term education and 
short-term on-the-job training is of essential to guarantee the quality of 
court interpreting in China and continuing supply of qualified court 
interpreters.  
It is hoped that this paper will present a general picture of court 
interpreting and arouse people’s interest to make in-depth research in this 
field.  
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Chapter 1  Introduction 
Chapter 1  Introduction 
 
The practice of interpreting can be dated back to as early as the dawn 
of human written history. As soon as human beings began to use 
languages to communicate, there were occasions, even if it was rare 
because of transportation inconvenience, when intermediaries were 
needed to render the language of one tribe into that of another. According 
to Harris (1997), interpreting has been “documented in stone since the 
time of the Pharaohs”. As time goes by, the increasingly frequent contact 
between people from different language and cultural background, 
accompanied by the development of regional dialects and various 
linguistic stocks, has made interpreting an essential part of human 
interaction that applies to more and more areas of human activities, 
including the judicial system. According to Colin & Morris (1996), 
interpreted trials in 1682 and 1820 were landmarks in English 
jurisprudence. It was in 1945 that simultaneous interpretation was for the 
first time widely practiced in the Nuremburg Trial, which was then 
considered as a watershed for the interpreting profession. The Trial set a 
solid foundation for the development of conference interpreting, whereas 
ironically contributing little to the progress of court interpreting. It was 
not until the 1960’s when the civil rights movement in the United States 
awakened people’s sensitivity to the social needs and rights of linguistic 
minorities that foreign language interpreting began to be applied in a wide 














Interpreter in the Court Proceedings 
began to consider the formalization of relevant legislations and 
regulations.  
From the very outset of research on court interpreting, there have 
been disputes on a bunch of issues, such as what kind of role the 
interpreter should play, whether the interpreter facilitates or obstructs the 
court proceedings, what is the criterion for a good interpretation, etc. This 
paper focuses on the interpreter in the court proceedings. By clarifying 
the mystifications about the role of the interpreter and by illustrating the 
influence of the interpreter in the bicultural courtroom, the author aims to 
give some implications to would-be court interpreters on how to facilitate 
the smoothness of court proceedings and shed some light on how to 
professionalize court interpreting in China. In Chapter 2, China and other 
countries’ practice and regulations in court interpreting will be introduced. 
And the tasks or functions of the interpreter in the courtroom where two 
or more different languages are spoken will be discussed. Chapter 3 will 
illustrate two traditional views about the role of the court interpreter. On 
the one hand, the requirement of verbatim record of everything an 
interpreter has said results in a wrong impression that the interpreter 
should produce a word-for-word translation and be as unobtrusive and 
transparent as possible. On the other hand, the active third-party role that 
the new approach assumes the interpreter should take violates the 
principle of impartiality. Chapter 4 introduces a new concept of court 
interpreters as communication facilitators. In theory, the communicative 
nature of interpreting determines that the court interpreter plays a role that 















Chapter 1  Introduction 
In practice, the impact of the interpreter on all parties involved in the 
court proceedings further proves that the interpreter is more than a 
translation machine in the trial. Chapter 5 devotes its attention to 
elaborating the significance of preparation for producing a good 
interpretation and the necessity of a standard assessment mechanism as 
well as continuing education on the part of interpreters and other court 
personals so as to ensure a continuing supply of quality interpreters to the 
court. The last chapter winds up the thesis by reiterating the role and the 
potential influence of the court interpreter and gives some inspirations for 
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